The National Estuarine Research Reserve System provides an ideal platform for evaluating the relative importance of different threats to US salt marshes, because vegetation is sampled across all marsh elevations and across many regions. Our recent investigation at 15 reserves revealed that at a local scale, near tidal creeks in 4/15 of the reserves, crabs appear to have a strong negative effect on plants. However, at a broader scale, elevation has a stronger effect on marshes, suggesting that sea level rise poses a greater threat than crab herbivory or burrowing, although the two threats interact: Crab effects are likely to increase as waters rise.
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